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Abstract

Vacant land prevails in shrinking cities that have experienced urban outmigration
and economic decline. Low-income neighborhoods and blight lead to conditions where
vacant lots exist, consequently producing disamenities for the residents that live near
them. Considered magnets of crime and stigmatized for their association with urban
decay, vacant land is an environmental justice issue not often directly addressed by
municipal governments. Despite this, vacant lots can still be seen as potential
opportunities to improve social, environmental and economic qualities of life for
surrounding residents. Urban agriculture, rain gardens and pocket parks are examples of
how vacant lots can be reused to benefit communities.
The purpose of this research is to build an understanding of (1) why city-owned
vacant lots exist in Binghamton, New York; (2) how they are maintained; (3) how their
existence impacts surrounding residents; and most importantly, (4) what opportunities
exist for their reactivation. My findings suggest that urban greening, such as community
gardens and green infrastructure for stormwater management, and affordable housing
development are the best uses for vacant lot redemption.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Vacant lots are prevalent in post-industrial cities where significant population loss
is experienced in addition to drainage of an economic base. Vacant land can be defined as
parcels that are unused in a long-term capacity (Németh & Langhorst, 2014). They are a
cause for concern—particularly from an environmental justice standpoint—since they are
often found in low-income neighborhoods and have come to be associated with blight.
Both blight and vacant land are terms that are stigmatized due to an association with
economic decline, neglect and decay.
Vacant lots, however, can also be seen as an opportunity, since they are often
construction-ready and can be developed upon. This development, or reactivation, can be
for affordable housing, urban agriculture or other greening uses. Reactivation of vacant
lots, as I define it for the purpose of my thesis, centers only upon green use and
affordable housing. While commercial development is a viable means of redeeming
empty lots, the neighborhoods with vacant lots I am interested in are predominately in
areas that are zoned residential that are not experiencing the growth necessary to support
a new business. Further, my study area is one where there exist few green infrastructure
projects, access to green space and safe, affordable housing.
The green uses for vacant land have environmental, economic and social benefits
for a city, such as providing valuable ecosystem services (water filtration), improving
land value and making it a more pleasant environment to live in. Examples of these green

1


uses are pocket parks, community gardens, urban forests and alternative production
energy sites.
City-owned vacant lots in Binghamton, New York—the focus of this study—are
maintained by city government. There are 104 of them, some of which have remained
vacant for over a decade. While there are some options for what these empty lots can
become, the lack of a plan for them means many will likely remain empty indefinitely.
The stigma associated with them and the fact that they are unused and avoided by the
residents that live close to them makes them disamenities for communities they exist in.

1.1 Research Purpose & Questions
The goal of my research is as follows; first, to gain an understanding of what can
be done about city-owned vacant lots in low-income residential neighborhoods in the
absence of a plan. Second, to elucidate what residents and organizations can do to
eliminate or reduce the stigma associated with vacant land. In order to accomplish my
goals, I have posed three research questions:
(1)How are city-owned vacant lots in Binghamton maintained and what are the
associated costs?
(2)What opportunities exist for reactivation of these lots?
(3)What impact does vacant land have on residents who live near it and what do they
think should be done with it?
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1.2 Summary of Methods
In order to answer my research questions, I first begin by finding which cityowned lots are considered vacant in my study area. From there, it was pertinent to find
the relevant data about them and their surrounding areas – this was achieved through
consultation of various data sources with the primary being the Broome County Real
Property parcel dataset. The information sought included; ownership, size, use and value.
This data and its associated shapefile, in conjunction with U.S. Census Bureau data at the
census tract level, was used to create several maps of Binghamton. From there I compiled
a detailed history on each parcel for my study area using sources from The City
Assessor’s Office.
Next, I conducted semi-structured interviews with a number of the local residents.
I also spoke with the Parks and Recreation commissioner, Bill Barber to obtain
information about the city’s role in maintaining lots. Interviews were conducted with a
local organization – VINES – to understand what options for reactivation currently exist
for city-owned vacant lots in question. I conducted 10 months of participant observation
in the study area to establish how residents interacted with the lots and conducted several
interviews to ascertain their views on the subject.

1.3 Progression of Text
Chapter 2 is a review of the literature in which I define vacant land and address
the reasons why it exists. I make a connection between vacant land and urban blight and
the implications this has for residents living in neighborhoods where there a number of
vacant parcels. Next, I offer different ways vacant land can be reused, first by making an
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argument for the importance of access to public space and second, by offering examples
of what other cities have done, both using top-down and bottom-up approaches. Finally,
my literature review discusses how reactivation of vacant land can catalyze gentrification
and the ways its negative impacts can be minimized or avoided.
Chapter 3 is a detailed description of my methodology and study area. It includes
where I retrieved quantitative data and how I collected my qualitative data. I obtained
Broome County GIS parcel data and researched census data for my study area. I also
interviewed local leaders, City of Binghamton officials and residents of my study area, in
addition to collecting observational data. My study area explains why I chose to research
city-owned vacant lots in Binghamton and on Pine Street in particular.
Chapter 4 provides an overview of Binghamton’s history, providing a context for
the city’s vacant land dilemma. I discuss how the city’s poor housing stock aggravates
the issue of vacant land, posing a problem to both city officials and residents. It also
answers my first two research questions, by providing an overview of how the Parks and
Recreation Department maintains these lots and what the costs are. It answers the second
question of what opportunities exist for reactivation, which are community gardens and
side lot adoption, as well as potential lot redemption through affordable housing. Lastly, I
remark that while two strategies are good, they are not enough to address each cityowned vacant lot that is standing.
Chapter 5 answers my last research question by choosing a study area. The Pine
Street area, east of downtown, is in the vicinity of four vacant lots that regularly have
both pedestrian and vehicle traffic passing them. In this chapter, I describe each of the
four lots on and around Pine Street, discuss my findings yielded from observation and
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interviews conducted with residents, and lastly, using my gathered research, provide
suggestions for reactivation.

1.4 Research Contribution
The implications for my research are to shed light on the problems associated
with city-owned vacant lots in Binghamton, both for its residents and the City. It is also
to provide an impetus for the City of Binghamton to change how it is currently
addressing its vacant lots by providing specific suggestions for reactivations as well as
tools to implement them.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
2.1 What is Vacant Land?
Vacant land, otherwise referred to as empty lots or underutilized parcels, exists in
all cities in the United States (M. A. Pagano & Bowman, 2000). There lacks a national
standard definition for vacant land (Ganning & Tighe, 2015). The definition I have
chosen for my thesis is parcels that are either unused or abandoned in a long-term
capacity. On that land there can either be dirt, grass, recently demolished buildings, and
can be either contaminated or not (Anderson & Minor, 2017; Németh & Langhorst,
2014). They can also be referred to as greenfields, wastelands, derelict or uncultivated
land, but ultimately, vacant land can “compromise an extensive network in urban areas,”
creating holes in neighborhoods and communities, particularly since they tend to exist in
low-income areas (Anderson & Minor, 2017, p. 146).
A product of cities in decline and expanding suburbanization, vacant lots exist
because the focus of development shifted outside urban areas, rendering various parcels
of urban land unused. The existence of vacant lots has to do both with current and past
urban and federal policy practices. As of 2000, just over 15% of any given American
city’s land was either vacant or had an abandoned building on it. Vacant parcels are not
circumscribed to exist in declining cities and can be found anywhere. For example,
Denver, a city whose population is fast growing, had 935 vacant lots in its center in 2010
(Németh & Langhorst, 2014). Generally, if a city has more than 250 thousand residents,
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12.5-15% of its land will be vacant (Anderson & Minor, 2017). They can be found in any
location but for the most part, vacant land occurs in transportation corridors, where there
is transitioning use, the periphery of cities and suburbs, or scattered in downtown
neighborhoods (Németh & Langhorst, 2014). The decades of federal and urban policies
can be traced back most concisely to the mid-twentieth century, following World War II
and the era of the automobile.

2.1.1 Blight
Vacant lots can be a product of urban blight as well as being referred to as
blighted themselves. Blighted properties often get torn down by cities wishing to remove
structures that lack structural integrity and are eyesores to their neighborhoods (Breger,
1967; Gordon, 2003). The extensive and nonspecific definition that exists for blight
allows the term to be used sometimes synonymously with empty lots. The two terms are
alike in that the conditions that have allowed for them to exist, such as urban economic
decline, are similar. For the purposes of this thesis, blight refers to the neglect and
perceived decay parcels succumb to in cities, a larger concept in which empty lots usually
fall.
Urban blight is a term defined differently depending on the context and intent of
the person or entity using it. Gerald Breger (1967), director of the Bureau of Urban and
Regional Affairs at the University of South Carolina, offers an explanation for urban
blight: “a critical stage in the functional or social depreciation of real property beyond
which its existing condition or use is unacceptable to the community” (p. 372). In most
states, lists of health and safety concerns containing their definitions of blight were put
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forth as a means of explaining the term. Local officials and developers had the liberty of
choosing only one of these concerns when deciding whether or not to qualify an area as
being blighted (Gordon, 2003).
Breger describes nonacceptance and depreciation as being the critical components
in distinguishing blight. Nonacceptance, a subjective and biased community consensus on
determining whether real property is blighted or not, contributes to its worth,
economically, functionally and socially. Neighborhoods that are blighted often lack
important public series and are also usually “atmosphere[s] of desolation and despair”
(Breger, 1967, p. 373).
The term “blight” was so poorly defined that it became useful, rather, as a
rhetorical device. A new discourse of blight that had erupted in the early 20th century was
used by planners and other renewal advocates to spread a sense of fear over the demise of
the city. The emergence of real estate development as a popular means of profit-making
further justified the necessary use of eminent domain as investors increasingly saw the
potential in redeveloping neighborhoods in the urban core (Pritchett, 2003), a primary
practice during urban renewal.

2.1.2 Urban Renewal
Urban renewal was a program instituted in cities across the United States
beginning in the 1940s, as a response to the decline of the urban core. Described as
“technocratic idealism,” this program was devised with heavy influence from urban elite
in the fulfillment of their vision of how the city ought to look and function (Claeys, 2005,
p. 15). Seen as a solution to the disease of urban blight, urban renewal attempted to
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ameliorate these conditions through slum clearance and redevelopment (Claeys, 2005;
Jacobs, 1961; Pritchett, 2003).
Urban renewal projects caused the displacement of millions of Americans, most
of whom were low-income and of color, through government exercise of eminent
domain. Cases of eminent domain being used as a means of redeveloping an existing
residential neighborhood, show that not all of the houses demolished were in poor shape.
Rather, “eminent domain exposes the government to accusations that the development
proposal is merely an expression of preference for certain land uses” (Beckman, 2010, p.
436). Further, it was observed that the goal of displacement was to isolate poor and
minority populations (Beckman, 2010; Teitz & Chapple, 1998). Urban renewal’s failure
to improve quality of life for those in poverty, combined with the economic forces
facilitating the movement of people out of the city and into the suburbs, left inner city
neighborhoods on a continuum of decline (Gotham, 2001), a necessary circumstance for
the existence of vacant lots (Audirac, 2017; Knight, 2013).

2.2 The Production of Vacant Land
2.2.1 Suburbanization
Suburbanization, beginning in the early 20th century, had been a response to both
the poor housing stock in cities in addition to the Great Migration, which was the influx
of African Americans into Northern cities coming from the rural South. White flight, the
mass exodus of white families into the suburbs (Becerra, 2013) had been facilitated by
the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) and the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation
(HOLC). Providing reduced loan down payments to desirable—meaning white—
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families, these federal entities made it easy for the middle class to afford homes outside
the city. In addition, the 1956 Highway Act, automobile affordability and rising wages
made it possible for easy movement between cities and suburbs, most positively
impacting suburban dwellers who worked in cities (Beckman, 2010; Knight, 2013;
Leonard & Mallach, 2010).

2.2.2 Deindustrialization
Deindustrialization can be defined as the “widespread, systemic disinvestment in
the nation’s basic productive capacity” (Bluestone & Harrison, 1982, p. 6). Many cities,
ranging between the northeast and the Midwest, experienced severe economic loss as
major factories and industries moved their business elsewhere, usually into the suburbs or
abroad. Along with their exit came the decline of residential and commercial properties
that were either abandoned or sold (Garvin, Branas, Keddem, Sellman, & Cannuscio,
2012; Knight, 2013). Correspondingly, there occurred a decline in employment for
factory workers resulting in the decline of wages in cities (Quillian, 1999). Those who
were able to leave the city did so, leaving behind an urban population that was for the
most part, moderate and low-income. Cities’ shrinking tax bases could no longer support
the existing infrastructure, meaning that blighted and vacant land parcels abounded
(Beckman, 2010).
Another example of disinvestment occurring in cities happened as a result of
redlining, a practice in which insurance companies and banks would draw lines on maps
to rank various areas ranging from “desirable” and “best” to “declining” and
“hazardous.” Eligibility for Veterans Administration and FHA home loans was
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contingent upon the ranking neighborhoods received (Badger, 2017) since they
determined the associated risk of giving out these loans in various neighborhoods
(Becerra, 2013). Additionally, determination of new development, rehabilitation or infill
redevelopment was made based upon these drawn lines (Németh & Langhorst, 2014).
Often the redlined areas were resided by people of color, further concentrating them in
areas of poverty, creating a barrier for access to educational resources and employment
(Becerra, 2013). Figure 1 shows a Home Owner’s Loan Corporation map of Brooklyn.
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2.3 Vacancy & Abandonment
Vacant land has manifested as a result of deindustrialization and disinvestment of
cities, outmigration and suburbanization. It can also occur in correspondence with urban
shrinkage taking hold, for the most part, in the urban core (Kremer & Hamstead, 2015).
In the way that vacant land is both a cause and byproduct of blight, abandonment both
perpetuates and is a consequence of a neighborhood’s decline. For example, on vacant
parcels that are abandoned, trash and debris is attracted causing “a negative ripple effect
on adjacent or nearby properties” (Németh & Langhorst, 2014, p. 145). This decline is
both economic and social, serving as a deterrent for those who would be moving into a
neighborhood or developers looking to invest in a parcel of land (Knight, 2013).

2.3.1 Its Impact on Communities & Associated Perceptions
Spaces inform the ways in which people interact with them, in addition to serving
a utilitarian function. Vacant lots that alienate usage pose a threat to the communal
benefit they could otherwise be providing. A change in urban landscape can create social
and cultural perceptions and rationalities, “simultaneously mark[ing] broader political
economic change and particular expressions of identity, power and space” (Foo, Martin,
Wool, & Polsky, 2013, p. 156). Further, vacancy is “a symbolic representation of places
that overtly or surreptitiously degrades, vilifies, or demotes the social and physical
attributes of marginal, poor communities” (Audirac, 2017, p. 3). The presence of empty
lots can be perceived as thwarting any future development, revitalization, or concealing a
neighborhood’s positive assets, since it is a reflection of economic failure (Anderson &
Minor, 2017; Kremer & Hamstead, 2015).
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The creation of vacancies in cities has occurred in congruence with the
privatization of otherwise public goods and services, such as affordable housing, in
addition to increasing socio-political and economic polarization, as facilitated by urban
de-industrialization, suburbanization and urban renewal (Foo et al., 2013). Vacancy is
also often correlated with increased crime since its “disorderly conditions create
opportunities for a host of negative outcomes” (Biasi, 2017, p. 125). Thus, arguments to
add purpose and function to these lots, often in the form of greenspace, to decrease crime,
are made (Biasi, 2017).
Loic Wacquant, French sociologist, has attributed the term “neighborhood taint”
to marginalized, poor communities in rust belt cities that suffer from vacancies and urban
blight. Neighborhoods like these are stigmatized for their social and economic
circumstance, leading to significant consequences. Some of these outcomes, found by
Wacquant, include a diminishing in the residents’ sense of self and capacity for collective
action as well as a loss in quality of public service such as welfare, health care and police
(Wacquant, 2010).
The spatial concentration of the urban poor along racial lines indicates isolation, a
condition that is in part, responsible for a general lack of opportunity, including
joblessness (Crump, 2002) and diminished social capital. The ability to access resources
due to integration into supportive networks or associations is what defines social capital.
For people of color living in the ghetto, social isolation is a shared experience, meaning
they do not have the moral and material support that is so integral to helping construct
one’s identity. A case study of Bronzeville, a black ghetto in Chicago, revealed how
residents were less likely to have a close friend resulting in a lower likelihood of finding
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employment, being less educated and being twice as likely to be dependent on welfare
(Wacquant, 2008). Low quality of life, as reflected by these examples, constitute a
negative byproduct of vacant land and blight in poor urban residential communities.

2.4 Shrinking Cities
The term “shrinking cities” became part of the urban planning discourse during
the mid-20th century when it seemed as though urban obsolescence was imminent. A
disappearing tax base in the city due to white flight provoked urban renewal and the
clearance of neighborhoods deemed unfit for the future vision of the city planners had.
New York City Housing Commissioner at the time, Roger Starr, dubbed the term
“planned shrinkage” for the withholding of public services in poor and racially
segregated neighborhoods with the ultimate goal of allowing those neighborhoods to
effectively disappear (Audirac, 2017).
The physical shrinking of a city through massive sell offs of vacant land on the
outer edges of cities to private consolidators was a radical approach taken by some cities
such as Detroit and St. Louis. This is problematic since it failed to address any
opportunity for economic development from within the city. Following the 2008
economic collapse, “smart shrinking” has become looked at as a method of adjusting a
city’s infrastructure to its population through greening. Unfortunately, it has received
little traction due to the remaining impact of planned urban shrinkage in the late 20th
century (Audirac, 2017) and following the failure of urban renewal to revitalize cities,
there remains a stigma attached to the term “shrinking cities.”
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Shrinking cities play host to highly racially segregated neighborhoods. A
misconception of shrinking cities is not that “they house a disproportionate share of the
region’s racial and ethnic minorities, it is that racial and ethnic minorities are
disproportionately poor” (Knight, 2013, p. 23). A symptom of this has to do with the poor
housing stock most shrinking cities have. The “filtering model” explains how affluent
people tend to move out of neighborhoods where there exist older homes and are then
replaced by lower income people. This model sheds light on the low-income housing
phenomenon, explaining how “middle-aged” homes have come to be associated with the
future decline of a neighborhood, further deteriorating into “old” housing. Once a house
advances to this stage it becomes beyond repair and will often be demolished (Rosenthal,
2008). The salience of this phenomenon is its broader context for the case of vacant lots
existing in low-income neighborhoods. Future sites of demolition turn into empty lots
that will remain this way if located in an area where development is uncertain, which is
detrimental to the social, environmental and economic quality of life of its residents.

2.5 Reactivating Vacant Land
Making vacant land aesthetically pleasing, functional, or both is critical to shifting
the perception associated with it from negative to positive. Where there is an absence of
policy in response to the presence of vacant lots, the cycle of urban decay associated with
them prevails (Foo et al., 2013). However, to view vacant land as a resource that can
improve the lives of urban residents, and act upon this, can be quite beneficial. A
different judgement of vacant land is one where it is not seen as a byproduct of urban
decline but rather, “crucial interstitial, ‘loose space’ sites for non-capitalist commodity
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production” (Kremer & Hamstead, 2015, p. 2). This means that vacant land can be seen
as a tool used to improve the environmental and social conditions of a neighborhood.
Table 1 summarizes some of the opportunities and issues associated with vacant land
through the lens of each of the pillars of sustainability.

! " #$#  %& 
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2.5.1 A Case for Public Space & Environmental Justice
To transform an empty lot into something that provides both environmental and
social benefit to a community, it is important to understand the necessity and importance
of public space. It is a vital part of a city’s spatial structure and social culture. Examples
include plazas, markets, streets, temples and parks. As the lifeblood of a city, public
space offers opportunities for gathering, socializing, recreation and festivals, in addition
to protests and demonstrations. “Serving as a vehicle of social relationships, public
discourses, and political expressions,” public space is a necessary feature for urban
dwellers. In Western culture, public space has come to symbolize democracy and
openness (Hou, 2010, p. 2).
Christopher Alexander, architect and design theorist, said that “without common
land no social system can survive” (Pagano, 2013, p. 351). Further, he identified two
social functions common land can serve. The first is that a common space can serve as a
place for people to feel comfortable, even outside the realm of their private space, and
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second, it serves as a meeting point. In today’s era, opportunities for interaction have
decreased, placing a greater importance on shared space more than ever, since
communication is the foundation for community engagement. Given this logic, the
government need not be the sole entity determining which spaces or if spaces should
serve a communal purpose since it is not the sole user of that space. Residents of a
neighborhood, who are primary stakeholders, should determine it. “Great public spaces
are participatory—created and stewarded, not simply admired, by their users” (C.
Pagano, 2013, p. 352).
The definition for open space, not unlike most commonly-used terms, is neither
clear-cut nor precise. To those who value nature, open space “implies a level of
environmental integrity” (Erickson, 2006, p. 7). Otherwise it can refer to an area that is
aesthetically pleasing, provides social benefit, is functional, etc. For some writers, the
definition of open space has gone beyond the context of parks and recreation to
encompass open space that is less traditional. A simple definition, as put by the Detroit
Future City project, is “structure-free land that is intentionally used” (Detroit Future City,
p. 5).
Reexamining the necessity of public space is dire since there exist concerns of its
diminishment, both qualitatively and quantitatively (Vallance, Dupuis, Thorns, &
Edwards, 2017). In recent decades, “the private and personal have taken precedence over
the public and impersonal, as society became less interested in public matters and more
driven by private interests and personal desires” (Hou, 2010, p. 6). This has decreased
opportunities for social interactions and caused a decline in civic engagement. The
privatization of public services, translated into private iterations of public spaces, such as
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themed malls and town squares, for example, where the environment was only enjoyed in
a segregated manner by those who were mobile (physically and socially) enough to get
there. This refers to plazas and marketplaces in suburbs modeling themselves after their
urban predecessors.
In cities, there exists a tension between the want, by the public, for open space
and the difficulty, on the part of a municipality, of creating it and more importantly,
maintaining it. Donna Erickson, in her book MetroGreen, examines greenspaces in cities
across North America and makes the point that there is a deficiency of theoretical and
practical knowledge on how to create greenspace. Through her research Erickson has
drawn that landscape connectivity in a city is more valuable than a fragmented public
realm as it meets both the natural needs of the environment and people’s social needs
(2006). There is no doubt for public officials in municipalities that greenspace and open
space is important and contributes to the wellness and quality of life of an urban resident.
However, it is important to note that this understanding does not necessarily translate into
action, leaving neighborhoods bereft of access to these spaces.
“Open spaces are essential to the quality of life downtown, providing…a physical
and psychological center around which the city can grow. Public open spaces stimulate
and promote private and human development” (Erickson, 2006, p. 6-7) This was written
in New York City’s Preliminary Blueprint for Renewal, a plan for redevelopment
following the September 11th attacks (Erickson, 2006). The issue of open space, in the
urban planning sphere, is tied closely with questions of sprawl, lifestyle, public health
and ecology. It is important, not only intrinsically to people, but for a city, since it
encourages urban residents to remain living in cities rather than leaving. “Improving the
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presence and quality of greenspace might help to deter commuting, so enhancing a city’s
sustainability” (Erickson, 2006, p. 5). This was a finding concluded by a study conducted
in Leuven, Belgium, stating that half of families moving out of cities did so due to a lack
of greenspace. Access to greenspace, along with having walking and biking paths, are
important to Europeans and Americans alike in deciding where to live (Erickson, 2006).
However, not all Americans have the social or economic abilities to choose where
they live. The historical precedence for concentrated poverty has left a legacy today for
low-income communities, predominately ones of color. Those who live in urban poverty
tend to live the closest to a highway, a factory that has toxic emissions, or the furthest
from greenspaces and without trees (Becerra, 2013; Heynen, Perkins, & Roy, 2006).
Urban greenspace is important in protecting the public health of its residents through air
filtration, reducing heat island effect, replenishing groundwater and helping with
stormwater management. Yet, with the inequitable distribution of greenspace, not all city
residents can benefit from what it can offer (Wolch, Byrne, & Newell, 2014).
Access to greenspace is usually determined by income, race, age, gender, and
ability. Studies show that people of color and low-income people have less access to
parks or greenspace than those who are white or more affluent. Further, there are studies
regarding the disuse of parks due to socio-cultural or spatial reasons. There are instances
in which a park is regarded as unsafe or that it “belongs” to other groups in a
neighborhood (Wolch et al., 2014). The inequity associated with this distribution, in
addition to the various deterrents associated with the use of greenspace, is referred to as
an environmental justice issue. Environmental justice, as defined by the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), is “the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all
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people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income with respect to the
development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and
policies” (EJ Definition). This definition emerged during a critical point in the movement
during the 1980s when residents of Warren County, North Carolina were protesting the
toxic waste being dumped in their landfills. As studies were commissioned following this
protest, environmental justice issues have become a greater point of focus for policy
makers, including the examination of equitable access to greenspace (Becerra, 2013).
Proponents for environmental justice insist that the well-being of low-income people and
people of color must be an important consideration when planning and developing
communities (Bullard, 2007).
In considering the causes and consequences of having vacant lots, such as
poverty, blight and urban disinvestment (Kremer & Hamstead, 2015), the issue of vacant
land must be addressed as an environmental justice dilemma. Their existence is most
prevalent in low-income communities (Anderson & Minor, 2017), in neighborhoods
suffering from disproportionately low access to greenspace. Much of the literature on
vacant land and infill development supports the idea that empty lots provide an
opportunity for social, environmental and economic benefit for communities (Kim, 2016;
Kremer & Hamstead, 2015; Leonard & Mallach, 2010; Lyman, 2008). Two such
opportunities include urban greening and urban agriculture.

2.5.2 Urban Greening
Vacant land can be seen as having social and ecological value for the inhabitants
in its surrounding vicinity. To transform a vacant lot into greenspace, even informally,
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can increase urban sustainability through balancing environmental protection, economic
development and social wellbeing, all the while creating spaces that meet the needs of a
present community without compromising the needs of future generations (Anderson &
Minor, 2017). Undeveloped, vacant land already contributes to ecosystem health by
providing some level, if small, of stormwater management. However, if properly
developed and maintained, as green infrastructure, the environmental benefits can be
ameliorated while also providing some social and economic advantages (Kim, 2016). Ed
McMahon of the Urban Land Institute defines green infrastructure as
an interconnected network of green space that conserves natural
ecosystem values and functions and provides associated benefits to human
populations…Planning utilizing green infrastructure differs from
conventional open space planning because it looks at conservation values
in concert with land development, growth management and built
infrastructure planning. (Erickson, 2006, p. 38-9)
McMahon offers to replace the term green infrastructure with open space since it
embodies a framework for planning that incorporates wildlife and ecosystems needs in
addition to human needs.
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An advantage of urban greening for vacant land is that it can play host to various
plants, mammals, birds and insects, especially pollinators, supporting a city’s biodiversity
(Kim, 2016). According to a senior planner at the Cleveland Urban Design Collaborative
at Kent State University, green infrastructure is more conducive to shrinking cities since
they have greater flexibility in designing greenspaces. For cities with existing natural
features, such as rivers, and greenspaces, such as parks and trails, vacant land allows for
connectivity between them and by extension, connectivity between the entire
metropolitan system (Lyman, 2008). Certain green infrastructure is more advantageous in
cities while others make sense along the periphery, examples of which are in table 2. The
kinds of greenspaces vacant lots are activated into include community gardens, urban
farms, pocket parks, constructed wetlands and green energy sources. These changes can
occur with top-down implementation and bottom-up change alike. What these uses all
have in common is that they are considered temporary. Temporary use is not “based on
the nature of the use, or whether rent is paid, or whether a use is formal or informal, or
even on the scale, longevity or endurance of a temporary use, but rather the intention of
the user, developer or planners that the use should be temporary” (Németh & Langhorst,
2014, p. 144). Planning a space for temporary use means there is an assumption that the
use is a place holder for something in the future that is permanent. This allows vacant
land to provide utility rather than none and create potential for some better use if not for
the one that is temporary.
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2.5.3 Urban Agriculture: Urban Farms & Community Gardens
Urban agriculture bridges the gap between consumers and producers of food, in a
way that is just and facilitates community inclusion (Armstrong, 2000; Kim, 2016;
Macias, 2008; Saldivar-Tanaka & Krasny, 2004). The two sorts of urban agriculture I
will discuss are urban farms and community gardens. Vacant lot clusters in low-income
neighborhoods where access to affordable and healthy is scant, creates an opportunity for
urban farms. Urban farms have been popular in rust-belt cities as a means for food justice
to meet job creation. Cleveland and Detroit are examples where cities have specifically
created new zoning categories in order to promote urban gardening. Cleveland’s Urban
Garden District is a reflection of the city’s desire to create productive use of vacant land
while simultaneously addressing their inner city food deserts (LaCroix, 2010). The
USDA defines an urban food desert as follows: “at least 500 people and/or at least 33
percent of the census tract’s population must reside more than one mile from a
supermarket or large grocery store.” Residents living in food deserts are often close to
quick marts and convenience stores that sell highly processed foods heavy in sugar and
fat. This is problematic as it contributes to the country’s growing obesity epidemic
(USDA).
Urban farms and community gardens are successful responses to poor food access
for low income communities. Nonprofits in cities across the United States are
instrumental in supporting the community gardening movement. Born from crisis and
emergency, community gardens came to be the solution to growing food shortages in the
late 19th century and popularized during World War II. With emphasis being on the
production of subsistence, the work of gardening was considered to be a creative method
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of work relief. People who were unemployed used community gardens as a way to feed
themselves and free up the economy for spending on wartime requisites. As the century
wore on, the necessity of community gardens shifted to a means of urban beautification.
Neighborhood blight was widespread and constructing gardens was a way of improving
what was otherwise a site of urban decay. Once established, the gardens became a space
where social capital could be built and community organization could occur (Pudup,
2008).
The concurrent benefits community gardens have of providing a local food source
and providing open greenspace on land that previously went unutilized makes them a
popular option for reactivation of empty lots (Saldivar-Tanaka & Krasny, 2004).
Additionally, the frequent presence of gardeners makes residents feel safer due to the
informal surveillance (Garvin et al., 2012), making it a favored land use options for both
community members and local public officials. The success of community gardens is
contingent on the ability for partnerships to be formed between local governments,
organizations and residents. Cities have the power to allocate vacant land and provide
affordable or free resources, such as water, to organizations that have the knowledge on
how to grow food, in addition to the community reach to engage volunteers. In
Philadelphia, for example, the Water Department, the Parks and Recreation Department
and the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society partnered to form the Philadelphia LandCare
program. This program, in collaboration with the Philadelphia Redevelopment Authority,
wanted to create a “one-stop-shop” for the acquisition, use and management of vacant
land for greenspace use, including community gardens (Kim, 2016).
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2.5.4 Examples of Reuse: Bottom-Up & Top-Down
Detroit is perhaps the best city to look at when considering creative ways of
reactivating vacant lots. As a rust-belt city with particular financial hardship, Detroit
faces many obstacles in redeeming vacant land. It has one of the country’s highest
poverty rates and does not benefit from enough investments and development from
outside companies. Yet, the rise in malnutrition, hunger, environmental problems and
poverty has created an impetus for the promotion of urban agriculture as a popular way of
reusing Detroit’s 30,000 acres of vacant land (Mogk, Wiatkowski, & Weindorf, 2010).
Due to the city’s pressing need to address the use, or disuse, of vacant lots, the
Detroit Future City Strategic Framework was created as a comprehensive planning effort
to reactivate the city’s empty lots. What they do is “identify obstacles to vacant land
reuse and maintenance, and recognize the untapped potential of the city’s land” (Olivier,
2018). The five kinds of potential identified are different forms and uses of open space,
explained in table 3. Detroit’s Master Plan has designated vacant land to be used for
urban agriculture and parks and recreation facilities, but not for other forms of open
space. Consequently, this report is a means to advise open space planning for levels
ranging from community to city-wide.
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One of these initiatives is the use of land to meet the growing demand for
renewable energy. Most of the parcels used for this endeavor are ones where there are
associated environmental concerns and are too small for industrial development.
Therefore, solar energy development is most appropriate, facilitating Detroit’s transition
toward becoming fully dependent on renewable energy by 2050 (Detroit Future City).
Another form of renewable energy includes biofuel. Growth through Energy and
Community Health, a nonprofit business originating out of Carnegie Mellon University,
is planting sunflowers, switchgrass and other plants on empty lots in Pittsburgh for
biofuel source (Schilling & Logan, 2008). Detroit too has considered biofuel and tree
farms as viable productive uses for vacant land, citing Fresh Coast Capital, a real estate
development firm building a pilot project on the city’s east side growing hybrid poplar
trees for harvest. The benefit of poplars, in addition to being used for wood, is that they
grow quickly, manage stormwater well and improve soil quality (Detroit Future City).
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The abundance of vacant land in Detroit has necessitated creative thinking on the
part of local leaders, both in the private and public sector, to come up with solutions.
While the city is on the forefront of urban agriculture and designating a number of
parcels for parks and recreation use, left behind are still a great number of lots that would
benefit from public use. The Detroit Future City Framework, in collaboration with other
organizations and agencies, has a report and numerous templates for land use to be used
by Detroit It can also serve other cities in the country that are grappling with the same
issues, even if they are on a smaller scale.
The truth of diminished public space has called for the necessity of insurgent
public space whereby the user informs the use. Don Mitchell, distinguished professor of
geography at Syracuse University, maintains that struggle “is the only way that the right
to public space can be maintained and only way that social justice can be advanced”
(2003, p. 5). To combat this new trajectory, residents of cities have created initiatives and
hosted various activities to dictate new uses of public space. An example of this is the
transformation of vacant lots into community gardens, turning unused land into
something productive (Hou, 2010), with the added benefit of creating a local food source.
These moves occur where there is a vacuum of policy implementation or other top-down
approaches.
Often the uses of spaces in cities are prescribed by planning professionals and
experts. Insurgent public space differs in that groups of people and individuals alike “play
a distinct role in shaping the contemporary urban environment in defiance of the official
rules and regulations” (Hou, 2010, p. 15). In Jane Jacobs’ The Death and Life of Great
American Cities, she writes how planners and city designers “have gone to great pains to
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learn…about how cities ought to work and what ought to be good for people,” (1961, p.
8) rather than allowing the people themselves to choose. Jacobs further criticizes the
faults of urban planning, with respect to its lack of regard of having safe sidewalks that
include public spaces and have mixed-use. Her advocacy for the development of mixeduse and walkable living environments is what had prompted the new urbanist movement
(1961). Moreover, this mindset as explained by urban planner Edmund Bacon, was the
genesis for the DIY (do-it-yourself) urbanist movement. He wrote that “The form of [a]
city is determined by the multiplicity of decisions made by the people who live in it” (C.
Pagano, 2013, p. 342).

2.5.4.1 DIY Urbanism
DIY planning “communicate[s] a message about a specific need in a community
and simultaneously move[s] toward filling that need” (Pagano, 2013, 356-7). The
acceptance of a DIY urbanist intervention by the surrounding community is contingent on
its use and utility. The more it is accepted by a community, the more likely it will be
accepted by the municipality it is located in. Where an intervention occurs on land that is
“underused or uncontested space,” it will often be considered legitimate (Pagano, 2013,
p. 363). With respect to the Marquette Law Review, uncontested space refers to land that
is easily accessible and can be either privately or publically owned—vacant lots are an
example (Pagano, 2013).
The nature of creating this change in urban neighborhoods is that the effort is
bottom up rather than top down through laws or policies. Sometimes the changes that
take place occur without the knowledge or consent of the private landowner or public
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entity that owns the land. “Guerrilla” urbanism is a sub category of DIY urbanism that
involves interventions ignoring laws or regulations. The changes made by residents
embody a “right to the city” spirit they have, reflecting a history of “self-help urban
activism” (Talen, 2015, p. 138). Sometimes local governments become accepting of these
projects and adopt them under their jurisdiction (Pagano, 2013).
Examples of such guerilla projects are often designed to be temporary and can
involve placing seating for pop-up events or setting up art installations. Guerilla
gardening is the most common form, where people vegetate vacant land either with
flowers for beautification or with vegetables, for production. While the attitude of
guerilla and DIY urbanism is certainly optimistic, the question of its effectiveness and
reach is posed. Urbanist Mimi Zeiger writes “systemic or political inner-city fixes, these
are not,” stating her opinion that that these kinds of changes have negligible effect (Talen,
2015, p. 146). That being said, this form of urbanism can be, in part, a means to an end,
helping draw enough attention to the problem such that it prompts a comprehensive
response on the part of a municipality.

2.6 Addressing Gentrification
2.6.1 Explaining Gentrification
Gentrification generally follows the trajectory of a “bad” neighborhood being
revitalized and is pervasive across all cities “of the advanced capitalist world” (Smith,
1996, p. 32). The term was first coined by Ruth Glass, a sociologist tracing the changes
occurring in London during the 1960s. She noted the displacement of the working class
and the resulting change in the social character of the neighborhood that occurred, where
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there was an “invasion” by the wealthy (Becerra, 2013). The Urban Frontier, written by
Neil Smith, maps contemporary gentrification in the United States and its implications
with respect to suburbanization. He explains gentrification as a process driven by
economic investment in neighborhoods where there exists a gap between the current
property value and the future potential land value. Peter Maruse, who has written
extensively on the topic defines it as follows:
Gentrification occurs when new residents—who disproportionately are
young, white, professional, technical, and managerial workers with higher
education and income levels—replace older residents—who
disproportionately are low-income, working-class and poor, minority and
ethnic group members, and elderly—from older and previously
deteriorated inner-city housing in a spatially concentrated manner, that is,
to a degree differing substantially from the general level of change in the
community or region as a whole. (1985, p. 198-9)
What is not included in Marcuse’s definition are the positive outcomes of
gentrification, from a municipal standpoint. A physical improvement of the
neighborhood takes place where older residential or commercial buildings are
refurbished, property values increase and there is a departure from the previously
derelict appearance of the street and its buildings (Podagrosi & Vojnovic, 2008).
It is important to note the good changes associated with gentrification because it
provides an explanation for its use as a tool to bring investment back into a city, in the
form of middle class professionals and outside developers (Becerra, 2013). However, for
the purpose of this thesis I will focus on its negative consequences, specifically the
displacement, either intended or unintended, of residents who are predominately lowincome and of color (Podagrosi & Vojnovic, 2008). This issue has salience for the
reactivation of vacant land since the physical improvement of space may cause a pricing
out of the residents for whom that improvement was intended. Displacement occurs when
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existing residents can no longer afford to pay their rent when it increases, since landlords
start charging higher for rental units where property values are going up (Podagrosi &
Vojnovic, 2008). An example of this took place in Seattle’s Central District (CD), where
an urban farming collective led by white activists called Ace of Spades, established an
urban farm on vacant parcels as a means of improving food access to residents in the
area. The CD has been a cultural hub for Seattle’s black community for almost a century
but has been slowly becoming gentrified.
The gentrification occurring in Seattle is twofold, reflecting two kinds of
gentrification taking place: economic and cultural. Economic gentrification is the actual
pricing out of former residents by newcomers and cultural gentrification represents the
shift in taste and culture taking place when those newcomers arrive. For the residents in
Seattle’s CD who had not yet been priced out of their homes, there was still a lack of
participation with Ace of Spades by CD residents. The reason is that “the garden is
permeated with the Aces viscosity of whiteness, and also of their urban gardening
lifestyle—the shared interests and aesthetics that magnetize them to each other can be
equally repellant to others,” deterring residents from including themselves (Ramírez,
2015, p. 764).
What is taking place with the Ace of Spades project is not unique. Community
gardens, while a productive use of vacant land, are touted as facilitating gentrification
since they are historically culturally white spaces. This norm, contributing to the tension
between gentrifiers and the community natives, calls attention to the fact that, embedded
in this matter, are issues of race and racism. In her article on black food geographies,
Professor Margaret Ramírez draws upon the impossibility of a community garden being a
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space of inclusivity if whiteness and its place of power in the community food movement
is not addressed (2015). The viscosity of whiteness that keeps people of color from
participating in white food spaces is the same force that can empower them to reestablish
their space in their own community food movement. The concept of viscosity was coined
by Arun Saldanha, professor of geography at the University of Minnesota. It “pertains to
two dimensions of a collective of bodies: its sticking together, and its relative
permeability” (Ramírez, 2015, p. 757). Clean Greens, another urban agriculture
organization in Seattle, is successful in building interracial cohesion because decisions in
the garden are made by its black leaders.

2.6.2 Confronting Gentrification
Gentrification is a process that is inevitable since “the production of urban space
is not favorable to [its] elimination” (Sampaio, 2007, p. 34). Deregulation and
privatization of housing, urban renewal and the decisions made by federal, state and city
governments have all historically protected business interests and still continue to.
Developers who buy cheap land in a poor neighborhood for the purpose of constructing
residences that are appealing to the middle class, yields greater revenue for a
municipality. Consequently, there is little that can halt the path of gentrification from
occurring altogether (Kinniburgh, 2017). However, there are various approaches that can
alleviate the inequities produced by gentrification.
Robust social policies are tools that can be used to prevent or reduce the number
of people displaced as a result of economic gentrification (Kinniburgh, 2017; Sampaio,
2007; How Housing Matters, 2016). Predominant among these tactics are to protect the
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existence of affordable housing through zoning, in addition to ensuring that new housing
developments have an affordability component to them. For example, the housing and
planning division in Boston has an Inclusionary Development Policy where new
developers must create affordable housing within their developments on-site, build
affordable housing at an off-site location or donate a certain amount of money used
toward the creation or preservation of affordable housing (Boston Housing Mission). The
zoning approaches undertaken by local governments, as suggested by Marcuse, are
broken down in table 4.
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Experts agree that the creation and protection of affordable housing is paramount
in reducing or preventing the displacement of residents as gentrification occurs. To keep
them from being priced out, it is important to secure housing units that are federally
subsidized. Another strategy used to create affordable housing is to convert public
buildings that may be up for sale by a city or county and develop them for low and
moderate-income individuals and families. This tactic was employed in Washington,
D.C. in the Columbia Heights neighborhood where city property was damaged due to
rioting. Rather than develop that space into city buildings, a negotiation was made to
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build 250 affordable units (How Housing Matters, 2016). Still, it is important to
acknowledge that the production of affordable housing, particularly in the past, facilitated
the segregation of people of color and increased the concentration of poverty in cities.
The new creation of affordable housing must take into consideration the inequities
produced by public housing in the past and take different approaches, such as building
mixed-income housing, to prevent segregation from happening.
Inclusionary zoning is effective in preventing or slowing the adverse economic
impacts of gentrification but does little to alleviate the cultural erasure that takes place.
One way of avoiding this is exemplified by Clean Greens—the Seattle-based urban
agriculture organization—that had people of color in positions of power making
decisions for the group. Maintaining and promoting the original residents’ agency and
sense of place is an important part of helping them feel as though they still live in the
same neighborhood, even when it is gentrifying. In her book on gentrification and social
preservation, Professor Japonica Brown-Saracino, who teaches sociology at Boston
University, discusses social preservationists’ practices and their work to “maintain the
local social ecology to…preserve authenticity” (Brown-Saracino, 2009, p. 104). These
practices have three categories, which include symbolic, political and business, each
providing ways residents can effect change in their communities.
Symbolic practices include festivals, streetscapes, visual art and performance art
that showcase the culture of the neighborhood (Brown-Saracino, 2009). Groundswell, for
example, is a 20-year old community mural project located in Brooklyn, where over 500
murals have been painted in New York City, specifically in underserved communities.
The program’s director uses the art pieces created as a means of “leaving a visual

34


legacy,” by showing images of people who have been living in these gentrifying
neighborhoods for decades. The organization is also careful when hiring artists to make
sure the artist is sensitive to the needs of the community and know about its history
(Tianga, 2017). In cities where vacant land is abundant, the opportunity to preserve them
as spaces for cultural and artistic expression is available. Murals are the most common
form of public art that beautify a neighborhood while also fostering sense of place for its
residents.
Helping existing residents foster their sense of place in a neighborhood that is
gentrifying, in conjunction with codifying affordable housing protection, allows
residential neighborhoods to remain diverse. Revitalization in shrinking cities threatens to
deepen the divide between rich and poor, an existing byproduct of gentrification.
Diminishing or removing the threat of displacement makes it so all residents can enjoy
the amenities gentrification brings, yielding a better quality of life for all.
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Chapter 3: Methodology & Study Area
3.1 Methodology
Finding which city vacant lots to study for my project and the relevant data about
them and their surrounding area was retrieved from different sources. Primarily, the
Broome County Real Property parcel dataset was used to obtain information on
ownership, size, use and value of parcels. This data and its adjoining shapefiles, in
conjunction with U.S. Census Bureau data, at the census tract level, was used to create
several maps of Binghamton using ArcMap software.
The City Assessor’s Office at City Hall has information and history on each
parcel in Binghamton. I went there to compile a history of the city-owned vacant lots that
were part of my study area, Pine Street, which falls under Census Tract 11. From this
census tract, I pulled data on population, number of children, adult education attainment,
poverty, nutrition assistance, housing and employment.
My research questions, listed below for reference, are answered across 2 chapters.
The first two questions are answered in chapter 4 and the final question is answered in
chapter 5.
(1)How are city-owned vacant lots in Binghamton maintained and what are the
associated costs?
(2)What opportunities exist for reactivation of these lots?
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(3)What impact does vacant land have on residents who live near it and what do they
think should be done with it?
In order to answer questions 1 and 2 of my research, I conducted semi-structured
interviews with a number of people, some were recorded and others were not. I spoke
with the Parks and Recreation commissioner, Bill Barber to obtain information about the
City’s role in maintaining lots. In addition, I reviewed past and present City budget
proposals and federal funding spending reports to corroborate empty-lot maintenance cost
and look for spending on relevant projects. I had recorded interviews with Megan
Brocket, Assistant to the Mayor for Youth and Neighborhood Affairs, and Amelia
LoDolce, executive director of VINES, to understand what options for reuse currently
exist for city-owned vacant lots.
To answer my third research question, I observed the Pine Street area for about 10
months to see how residents interacted with vacant lots, what impacts there were and the
level of vehicle and pedestrian traffic. I also obtained a sample of residents who live on
the block where three of vacant lots are (76, 77 & 78 Pine Street). I gathered that there
are 26 households on Pine Street between Chapman and Liberty Streets, by counting
units from the outside and speaking with residents. By knocking on every door in that
area, I was able to interview 12 residents from 8 households, which is approximately a
31% response rate. These interviews were semi-structured; they began with set of
questions I had prepared and eventually became a discussion. I asked the following
questions:
1. Are you aware of the vacant lots that exist on Pine Street? How do you feel
about them?
2. How would you like to see this space used? Would you prefer public or
private use of this land?
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3. How to you see these lots changing your quality of life?
4. Do children live in your home?
a. If yes: How many? Where do your children play? Do they go to
nearby parks?
5. Do you have any dogs?
a. If yes: Where do you walk them?
6. What outdoor recreational activities do you enjoy? Where do you do them?
7. Are you interested in participating more in my research?
The responses to my interview questions, in addition to other remarks made during
my conversations with residents; the information I gathered from observations; and my
research on how other cities have addressed vacant land and gentrification, yielded a
number of suggestions I offer at the end of chapter 5 and in my conclusion.

3.2 Study Area
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I have chosen to study vacant land in Binghamton, New York, since it is a prime
example of a shrinking city, reflecting the loss in population and industry during the
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postwar era. Living in Binghamton eases my ability to speak with residents, observe the
impacts of vacant land on them, and speak with local leaders. To further narrow my
research, I chose to study city-owned vacant lots for two reasons. The first being that
information on city-owned land is much easier to obtain, particularly with respect to any
future plans the City may have for development. The second is that the quantity of cityowned vacant land allows me to research the extent of its impact on local residents,
organizations and local policy.
In order to answer my third research question, I selected a smaller study area
within Binghamton. I chose the Pine Street area for a number of reasons (refer to figure
13). Most importantly, I wanted to look at a neighborhood that is low-income and
disproportionately bears the burden of living near city-owned vacant lots. Half of all cityowned vacant lots are located in City Council District 4, in which lies Pine Street. This
district comprises Downtown Binghamton and the North Side neighborhood. While the
North Side has a higher density of city-owned vacant lots overall, it is a neighborhood
that has been heavily studied and written about because of its poverty rate and lack of
access to healthy foods. Pine Street, which has less written about it, still has a cluster of
vacant lots and is also more centrally located. Its proximity to the Susquehanna River and
Binghamton’s walkable downtown area makes it an interesting case study where
potential development is more viable.
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Chapter 4: Part I of Findings: Binghamton’s Missing Teeth
4.1 A Brief History of Binghamton as a Rust Belt City
The city of Binghamton is located in Broome County along New York’s Southern
Tier, at the confluence of the Chenango and Susquehanna Rivers. It was incorporated as a
city in 1867 as its industry and population were on the rise. During the 20th century, the
companies that served as the backbone of the region’s employment and overall economy
were Endicott-Johnson, a shoe-making factory and International Business Machines
(IBM), a technology company founded in Endicott. Binghamton was at its peak
population in 1950 at around 85 thousand, but rapidly decreased, losing 26% of its
population in two decades, between 1950 and 1970 (Binghamton Comprehensive Plan).
Like all U.S. cities in the postwar era, the construction of highways—NYS Route
17 and I-81 in Binghamton’s case—and the affordability of cars, drew residents and
businesses out of the city and into neighboring suburbs. Further, the deindustrialization of
cities across the country and increasing globalization, led to the downsizing and departure
of major employers, such as Endicott-Johnson, IBM and Raytheon. Binghamton’s urban
renewal policies following the 1970s, no different than in other American cities,
continued to facilitate its decline, both in quality and population. The demolition of
downtown residences reduced population densities and did little to improve livability in
the city (Binghamton Comprehensive Plan).
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4.2 Binghamton’s Vacant Lot Story
Binghamton’s population has stabilized in the last decade but previous decades of
drastic population loss leaves the city having an infrastructure that can support roughly
twice the population it currently has. Consequently, vacant land and property abound,
accounting for approximately 4,500 parcels. These parcels all vary in size and
composition, some of which have structures on them and most of which do not, as shown
by figure 3(a) through 3 (f).
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Of these 4,500 vacant lots, roughly 400 of them are publicly owned, by the city,
Broome County and neighboring towns. The rest of them are owned privately, either
individually or by LLCs (Limited Liability Company). Of the publicly-owned lots, 104 of
them are owned by the city of Binghamton. The focus of my thesis is on these lots since
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it narrows my research, in addition to there being fewer obstacles with respect to gaining
information on them and any future plans they may have for development.
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Many of the city-owned vacant lots in Binghamton exist in poorer areas, as shown
in figure 6. Half of the City’s 104 lots are in city council district 4 (see figure 13), much
of which encompasses the tracts where the poverty rate is over 50%. Most of the empty
lots are the result of demolished residential buildings. The existence of these vacant
parcels, along with some owned by the County and other private entities, can be
explained in the context of the city’s poor housing condition. Due to the decades of
population decline, many houses were left on the market. Coupled with a poor economy
and the corresponding reduction in homeownership, quality of housing deteriorated
(Marshall, 2014) leading to the demolition of many residences. According to the 2016
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American Community Survey (ACS), 56% of homes in Binghamton are renter occupied,
which has been cited as a cause for concern over the quality of housing and its future.
Tenant-occupied housing is often subject to low physical maintenance due to less
investment on the part of the resident as well as the potentiality that there are negligent
landlords, a condition prevalent in Binghamton (Marshall, 2014). The diagram shown in
figure 7 illustrates the cycle that many Binghamton houses are subject to.
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As the cycle repeats itself, as shown in the diagram above, the internal and
external stability and appearance of houses continue to worsen. If the structure is up to
code and deemed acceptable to live in, the house can be purchased at the County auction.
When the structure is no longer up to code, the City retains ownership and registers the
house as vacant, having the opportunity to demolish it when funds become available. In
September of 2016, Mayor Rich David announced the demolition of 10 properties using
Federal Community Development Block Grant (CDBG) funding and the city’s General
Fund. The Mayor chose these properties because of his intention to “pull these
neighborhoods out of the cycles of housing disrepair and criminal activity…seen over the
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last several years” (COB Website, September 2016). According to Broome County’s
parcel data, all 10 of these lots remain vacant, 8 of which are city-owned and have
succumbed to the cycle shown in figure 7, as reflected by real property tax archives.
These properties are only 10 out of the 59 properties Mayor David has had demolished
since 2014. Some of the parcels have become parking lots, two of them are being used to
expand the North Side’s Lee Barta Community Center and at least 10 of them are vacant
(COB Website, August 2017; COB Website, October 2017).
The Press & Sun-Bulletin conducted a survey between 2014 and mid-2017 of
residential demolitions establishing that those parcels are still vacant. Based upon a cityprovided list, 55 of these demolitions were residential. Nearly half of them were
demolished by both the city and FEMA for being on a floodplain or at risk of serious
damage in the event of future flooding. FEMA parcels are not allowed to have any
permanent structures built on them and the city does not intend to develop the ones they
demolished (Schwarz).
Deducing data from the 2016 ACS, roughly 8% of Binghamton housing units are
vacant,1 a cause of concern for the future of the city’s housing quality. The concentration
of vacant units is in Binghamton’s downtown vicinity and North of Main Street
neighborhood (Blueprint Binghamton), two areas that are lower income, relative to the
rest of the city. Likewise, these same neighborhoods, in addition to the city’s North Side,
contain houses that are most in need of renewal, as seen in figure 8.
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The “renew” areas in deep red are those the City deems to have the most
challenges for various reasons, such as vacancy, deterioration or flooding. Consequently,
a prescription for renewal and serious rehabilitation are required (Blueprint Binghamton).
Houses that are poor in quality and suffer correspondingly in being blighted, are of
significance to the city and, as exhibited in Blueprint Binghamton, are intended to be
demolished. Mayor David has an aggressive stance toward blight, wanting to strategically
demolish residential buildings that are blighted and unsafe for habitation, meaning they
are not up to code. His desire to demolish these properties are in order to have them
“shovel-ready” for potential developers (Schwarz), particularly affordable and mixedincome developers. The city’s Consolidated Annual Performance and Evaluation Report
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(CAPER)—a document showing what it has accomplished using CDBG and HOME
Investment Partnerships Program funding from the federal government—shows that
blight reduction goals and outcomes achieved were big, accounting for $634 thousand in
demolitions, housing code enforcement and foreclosed property care (CAPER, 2017).
Vacant parcels that are city-owned are subject to a certain level of maintenance
and safety, of which the responsibility falls on Parks and Recreation. During late spring,
summer and early fall, the lots are mown by a contracted private company roughly 11
times, at a cost of $30 per lot. Taking into account these figures, it costs the city about
$34 thousand annually to maintain empty lots, an expense that excludes plowing the
adjacent sidewalk when it snows. City of Binghamton officials agree that the increase in
number of vacant lots in the last 4 years has added a strain for the Parks Department in
terms of maintenance.
The City of Binghamton has 33 parks within its limits. While not all of these
parks are green space, they are all open space maintained and operated by the Parks
Department. Access, use and enjoyment of these parks is an amenity the city cares deeply
about providing. In addition to maintaining all parks, pools, ball fields, trails and
carousels, the department oversees renovations to various chosen parks, which is
facilitated by CDBG money. All but 3 parks receive this federal funding for upgrades,
maintenance and temporary labor costs. The aggregate cost of having parks facilities up
and running is well over $1 million each year (2018 Proposed Budget). Consequently, the
steady increase of vacant lots in Binghamton will continue to overextend the capacity of
the Parks Department.
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4.3 The City’s Response
A couple of approaches have already been taken by the City, in partnership with
residents and local organizations, to reactivate vacant lots in Binghamton. All with the
goal of making the city a more enjoyable and livable environment, these tactics harness
local action and resident agency in order to create positive change in the community.

4.3.1 VINES
Incepted in 2007, Volunteers Improving Neighborhood Environments (VINES)
originally formed as a volunteer-driven effort to build community gardens on vacant plots
throughout Binghamton. Since, it has grown to direct a number of programs including an
urban farm downtown providing affordable produce in the summer, a summer youth
employment program, a gardening educational workshop series, a farm share program
and a community garden program. VINES is “committed to developing a sustainable and
just community food system…by bring together diverse groups of people…to develop
and beautify urban sites and empower community members of all ages and abilities”
(VINES). With the hire of their first executive director, Amelia LoDolce, VINES has
continued to grow and has a goal of 20 community gardens built by 2020, most of which
are and will be built on empty lots. Its urban farm is located in downtown Binghamton,
on former vacant lots that sit on a floodplain and will be expanding following the
demolition of houses through FEMA.
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Most of the community gardens are leased by VINES from the city for a
negligible amount and some are owned by the city, a couple of which reside in city parks.
Over the last decade of VINES’ presence in Binghamton, the procedure for acquiring
leases for future community garden sites has gotten easier since the City is comfortable
working with them. Once a parcel is chosen, they reach out to the Mayor’s office and
share their idea. In order for the process to move forward, the City must check internally
to make sure that they are not retaining ownership for an existing or potential future
development project and more importantly, that a community garden lines up with the
vision they see for that particular neighborhood. Subsequently, both the Mayor’s staff and
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VINES present their plan to city council where there is later an opportunity for public
comment and finally, a vote takes place.
Aware of the challenges that face Binghamton residents, such as food insecurity
and poverty, VINES strives to be as inclusive as possible, offering a sliding scale for its
CSA2 memberships and scholarships for community garden plots, in order to reach the
highest number of people. Having community gardens in a number of neighborhoods
throughout Binghamton has beautified those areas, reduced food insecurity, facilitated
gardening education and provided utilitarian use of otherwise unused space.
Consequently, VINES is a valuable organizational asset to the Binghamton community,
jointly supported by city officials and residents.

4.3.2 Side Lot Adoption Program
The side lot adoption program is an opportunity for landowners with property
adjacent to city-owned vacant lots to purchase them. In the wake of more blight
demolitions taking place, Megan Brockett, Assistant to the Mayor for Youth Services and
Neighborhood Affairs, had been hearing from residents—who live near vacant lots—
questions or issues with them and wanted to know what would be happening with them.
At the same time, she had been meeting with the Parks Department to discuss possible
options for the lots. One idea was to plant clover following the demolitions, instead of
grass. However, this return-to-the-wild approach for empty lots is more conducive in
cities like Detroit where there is a row of houses. Binghamton’s vacant lot issue, much
less broad, requires a gap-tooth approach, as Brockett remarks.
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The side lot adoption program, therefore, is seen as a good solution that fits the
vacant lot dilemma. It is a popular option many cities across the country offer to their
residents, Binghamton being one of them. The City already had a system in place for
residents to purchase city owned lots adjacent to their homes but have not been actively
promoting it. It is for this reason that the Mayor’s office recently sent out letters to every
resident living next to a vacant lot that had a residence demolished on it within the last 4
years, with the exception of parcels the City was saving for future development. This has
set a precedence such that when the next round of blight demolitions take place, the City
will mail another batch of letters to property owners adjacent to them. The response from
the first batch of letters has been positive. Some owners of multi-unit housing are
purchasing lots to expand parking or to build a garden. Ultimately, the side lot adoption
program is a favorable course of action as it removes the burden of maintenance from the
Parks Department and allows a resident to have more green space.

4.3.3 Affordable Housing
As I discussed earlier in the chapter about housing in Binghamton, it is clear that
there is need in Binghamton for safe and affordable housing. As of 2015, the city had 21
active affordable housing and single-family housing rehabilitation projects, all of which
are funded by HOME, the New York State Division of Housing and Community Renewal
and Quaranta Housing Services, an organization with whom the city has a partnership.
During that year, community housing development organization (CHDO) projects using
HOME funds were completed, yielding 70 units (CAPER, 2015).
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Many of the city’s affordable housing policies are geared toward facilitating home
ownership for individuals who are at or below 80% area median income based on family
size (CAPER, 2017). Last year, the city used over $500 thousand in CDBG and HOME
funds to rehabilitate homeowner housing and provide direct financial assistance to
homebuyers. Additionally, 216 extremely low-income, low-income and moderate-income
households were provided rental assistance or supported through the production of new
affordable housing units and the rehabilitation or acquisition of existing affordable
housing units. The city is also planning to start a multi-property neighborhood CHDO
project this year (CAPER, 2017).
The First Ward Action Council is a HUD3-certified housing developer in
Binghamton. Part of their goal in providing housing is to do so through historic
preservation. Currently they are facilitating the rehabilitation of 11 houses in the North of
Main Neighborhood, a low-income area that has suffered from divestment (Schwarz,
2017). It is clear that city officials are generally in support of affordable housing projects
since there exists a necessity for more units. However, there is little indication that new
projects will be taking place on vacant lots, begging the question of what the future holds
for these city-owned lots.

4.4 Challenges & What These Approaches Leave Out
In discussing the approaches City of Binghamton officials have taken, facilitated
or have intentions for where vacant lots are concerned, what has become clear is that
there a number of obstacles facing the city, as well as for residents wishing for a change.
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The primary challenges thwarting the reactivation of vacant lots for public use seem to lie
in the constraints faced by the Parks Department. Many of the tasks absorbed by them
take place with fewer resources and yet, a lot is expected of them. The appeal of a
community garden or a side lot adoption of a vacant lot is the relief of responsibility.
However, this is just one side.
Neighborhoods where vacant lots tend to be more prevalent are found on streets
where houses are closer together so to have additional greenspace is beneficial for
residents. Many of the city-owned vacant lots are clustered on the north side and
downtown (see figure 6), areas that are low-income, food-insecure, and have less
greenspace on their street. Creating meaningful greenspace out of these empty lots would
create an improved living environment in these neighborhoods. Precedence for this does
exist, through the Design Your Own Park (DYOP) project. In 2010, the DYOP
competition was incepted to increase citywide access to play space. This project was the
result of collaboration between Binghamton University’s Neighborhood Project, the
United Way and the City. It was, in part, a way to establish an alternate means for parks
creation and empower the community by having residents maintain the park instead
(Wilson, 2011). After a few years, however, maintenance fell to the Parks due to lack of
resident-engagement, which can be attributed to the fact that there does not exist a
successful model for community-run parks in the way there does for community gardens.
The blight demolitions the Mayor is intent on carrying out take place on
strategically chosen parcels with the hopes of enticing development to areas in need of
affordable housing or improved housing in general. While this intention is a good one, it
is not one that yields real results. There are two tangible outcomes for a future plan that
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exist—community gardens and side lot adoption—but it still does not account for every
city-owned vacant lot and leaves a lot of options on the table. Some of the lots have
remained vacant for over a decade, which means it is impossible for every single empty
lot to be developed on. Consequently, a plan must be put in place for those lots. The
negative perception surrounding vacant land, as discussed in my literature review,
continues to prevail, warranting serious attention on the part of the City to reexamine
how these lots can serve the people of Binghamton and the natural environment in a way
that will improve quality of life but not exacerbate the capacity of the Parks Department.
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Chapter 5: Part II of Findings: The Pine Street Project
5. 1 Description of the Neighborhood
Located just east of downtown, Pine Street is a one-way street in Binghamton’s
4th city council district. This neighborhood is predominately residential but has a few
businesses, such as Red Barn Computers and BingPop in addition to Amici Pizzeria and
DiRienzo Brothers Bakery. The area attracts a lot of traffic in the spring and summer due
to its proximity to the NYSEG Stadium, the home stadium of the Rumble Ponies baseball
team. It is located within walking distance of the Broome County Public Library, the
Phelps Mansion Museum and more importantly, Binghamton’s walkable downtown.
Some of what makes the Pine Street area a good place to live, according to residents, is
the affordability, proximity to downtown amenities and closeness to the school bus route.
Highway access to and from Pine Street is very easy, which has both positive and
negative externalities. The positive ones are that commuting further distances becomes
more convenient and finding the area itself is uncomplicated. The negative ones,
however, are that Route 363 cuts across part of Pine Street and that large vehicles, such
as 18-wheelers, traverse multiple times a day on Chapman Street (refer to figure 13) to
get to and from the United States Postal Service, around the corner. Route 363’s
placement means the neighborhood is highly visible from those driving in and out of
Binghamton. Further, the highway accessibility makes it so that the neighborhood gets
more than average nonlocal traffic relative to other one-way residential streets.
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Historically, Pine Street was a middle class Italian neighborhood, attracting a
flock of Italian immigrants from the nearby train station. There used to be a number of
Italian family-owned businesses that have since closed save for DiRienzo’s.
Binghamton’s deindustrialization and population loss due to suburbanization and lack of
employment marked a shift in the makeup of the neighborhood in the early 1980s. While
the area was not directly impacted by urban renewal, there were land use proposals for
industrial building construction for 1970.
Today, the Pine Street neighborhood still remains an area where there are many
families. That being said, it is a significantly more transient neighborhood, with 91% of
its households being renter-occupied (2016 ACS). The area is circumscribed to census
tract 11, the level at which I collected relevant data. The number of people living in this
census tract is 1,903. The racial breakdown can be viewed in figure 10.
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In census tract 11, there are 862 total households, of which 78 are owner occupied
(9%) and 784 are renter occupied (91%). Of these 862 households, 325 of them are
families, totaling 462 children under 18. Table 5 below displays the breakdown of
children by age group.
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The number of households receiving Supplemental Nutrition Assistant Program
(SNAP) benefits is 486 out of 862, which is over half at 56.4%. The total number of
people living below the poverty line, out of 1,903, is 1,255, which is 65.9%. Further, the
number of children, out of 486, living in poverty is 408, which is 88.3%. Educational
attainment level for adults can be viewed in figure 11.
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The data indicates certain aspects of quality life, such as poor housing and food
security. Over half of residents within this census tract rely on SNAP to purchase food
and while the tract is not technically considered a food desert, the map in figure 12 shows
close how it is to being one. The red circles show the mile radius around the location of a
supermarket and as indicated, residents in census tract 11 do not live within an accessible
proximity to supermarkets. The CHOWbus, its affiliated food pantries and soup kitchens4
help in improving food security, but is merely a band-aid solution.
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The ACS census data paints a bleak picture of the Pine Street neighborhood, but
does not tell the whole story. The area is a gateway between the eastside of Binghamton
and its downtown and has some recreational access to Susquehanna River (utilizing the
Carroll Street underpass). Other assets this neighborhood has is a VINES community
garden, which allows for local food production and facilitates thriving pollinator
diversity. Its closeness to some of the amenities I mentioned earlier positions Pine Street
as a good candidate for improvement projects that can benefit current residents.
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5.2 Description of Lots
5.2.1 229 Court Street
Located on the northwest corner of Court and Chapman Streets, this vacant lot is
.16 acres. It was once a residential house with multiple rental units. Built in 1970, with
added construction done in 1990 and again in 1994, this property had a land value of
$39,000 and a total value of $160,000. The building was demolished in September of
2005, at which time it was acquired by the City. According to Broome County’s Property
Data, the land is currently valued at $34,000 with a tentative full market value of
$41,083. According to Broome County’s parcel data, this parcel is a wetland. It does not
get used much at all since two of its sides are fenced off and is on the corner of a busy
intersection next to a gas station.
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5.2.2 76 Pine Street
This empty lot is adjacent to another empty parcel at 78 Pine Street and is .12
acres, located on the south side of Pine Street between Chapman and Liberty Streets. The
structure that used to be there was built in 1960 and functioned as an apartment building.
Documents from the City of Binghamton’s Assessor’s Office indicate that the property
and land value had been depreciating in value due to increasing lack of maintenance on
both the inside and outside of the property. In 1992, the land was valued at $55,600. Due
to vacancies in the apartments that could not be filled, the building was demolished in
October of 2004, acquired by the City, and the land was valued at $45,500. Today this
parcel has a full market value of $18,464.

5.2.3 78 Pine Street
This empty lot, adjacent to the vacant lot at 76 Pine, is .12 acres and located on
the south side of Pine Street between Chapman and Liberty Streets. The structure was
built in 1960 and was also a multi-unit residential building. In 1992, the land market
value was $55,600. Due to depreciating value and lowering occupancy, the structure was
torn down in October of 2005, at which time it was acquired by the City. An appraisal
report issued in 1997 valued the land at $43,000 and in 2006 was assessed at $15,510.
Today the parcel has a full market value of $15,510.
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5.2.4 77 Pine Street
This empty lot is located on the north side of Pine Street between Chapman and
Liberty Streets. The structure was built in 1925 and served as a single unit residential
structure. In 1993, the total land value was $41,200 and dropped to $33,000 in 1995. In
September of 1995, the City of Binghamton approved a permit to demolish the property.
In 1997 the parcel, valued at $7,900 was put to the city auction and purchased by the city
for $90. It currently has a full market value of $9,405.
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5.3 Qualitative Data Findings
I gathered qualitative data from observation over the course of 10 months, seeing
the way Pine Street residents interacted with the vacant lots and conducted semistructured interviews with residents. I spoke to 12 Pine Street residents—who live
between Chapman and Liberty Streets—at least once for about 15 minutes each, and
returned to speak with 4 of them with some regularity. In this section I take a narrative
approach to reviewing the qualitative data. The two most common findings that emerged
out of my research were the following:
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(1)The vacant lots should be used as recreation, but mainly “something for the kids.”
This opinion is supported by a number of answers given to me while conducting
interviews, in addition to my observations. Throughout the summer last year, and well
into the fall, I saw many of the same children playing in the intersection of Pine and
Chapman Streets. They played ball or rode their bikes there, as well as playing basketball
or tag in the street.
One of the first questions I asked when I began interviewing residents of the area
about the vacant lots was what their recreation habits were. Respondents who are parents
said that occasionally they would take their children to Webster Street Park on the south
side, since it has a swimming pool. However, this occurrence was not often since the park
is far away. The closest park to Pine Street is Columbus Park, about 6 blocks away. I
asked parents if their children ever went there. Two parents both spoke of their concerns
about having their kids at Columbus Park. Saying they heard of kids having guns there,
they no longer want to have their children playing there. While having their kids play in
the street is neither safe nor ideal, parents like being able to see them from the house.
Most of the respondents who are not parents would like to see the vacant lots be
used as a play space for kids. Four residents voiced their grievances about children
playing in the street, speaking of it as a safety concern, but also a nuisance. When asking
these residents about their recreation habits, all four answered that they prefer going
elsewhere to be outside, or to walk their dogs. Having a park on the street, they say, will
alleviate the problem of having kids in the street and be a pleasant place to take their dogs
to.
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One couple, who has lived on the street for over 30 years is also in strong favor of
a park since there have always been a number of children living in the area. When asking
them what they would like to see done with the lot, they said that in particular, they
would like to see more plants and flowers on the lots. Drawing upon the high turnover of
residents they have seen throughout the last decade, they believe that having a
playground or garden would help alleviate that problem.

(A) Dissenting Opinion
One resident with whom I spoke is against the idea of a park and is concerned that
building one would make it a crime magnet. Speaking of their experience living on Pine
for over 20 years, this resident thinks the space should be used as a garden to grow food,
but more importantly, feels there should be a gate to keep the area safe. Returning to
speak with this person, they still maintained the same opinion, only adding that they do
not think anything will change since nothing has in years.
Ten out of twelve residents, regardless of their stance on how the vacant lots
should be used, agree that there should be some kind of fencing or gate to protect the lots
and keep them safe. Residents who would like to see the area become a playground or
recreational space think that it would be beneficial to have a gate that locks up at night.

(2) “The City does not maintain the neighborhood well”
As it can be gleaned from the photos of the Pine Street area lots, they are prone to
attracting garbage. From observation and corroborating with other residents, one of the
vacant lots, 77 Pine, is a dumping ground for trash. It slopes at the back, which
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obfuscates the view of garbage from the sidewalk at first glance. Many dog owners
whom I interviewed stated that they avoid taking their dogs on the empty lots due to the
trash. Two residents, in support of having a park, had a concern that the park would not
be maintained adequately.
Most residents I interviewed responded to my questions regarding quality of life on
Pine Street with similar answers. They often feel neglected by the City and think that it
could do a better job maintaining the area. Seven residents lamented the poor street
quality, stating that it had been a number of years since the roads had been repaved.
Three residents who complained about lack of investment in their neighborhood,
proposed that the vacant lots be transformed into a parking lot for baseball game patrons
and have the revenue be reinvested into the community.

5.4 Discussion
Speaking to these 12 Pine Street residents, it is clear that all of them agree there
are negative characteristics associated with the cluster of vacant lots on their street.
Nearly all of them were quick to bring up the lack of maintenance and care on the part of
the city in their neighborhood. This remark draws upon the stigma of vacant lots I
discussed in my literature review, where their presence only reflects the negative aspects
of a neighborhood and hides the positive assets. The perceived lack of care residents
noticed on their street exemplifies the neighborhood taint Wacquant attributes to lowincome neighborhoods where vacancies and blight abound. One of the ways
neighborhood taint manifests itself is where residents experience a lack of attention from
city officials and an absence of care from its agencies (Wacquant, 2010).
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The desire for a play space or park on the empty lots for the purposes of reducing
the amount of turnover that takes place in the neighborhood is indicative of residents
wanting to stay in an area if there is adequate greenspace and open space (Erickson,
2006). The lack of use of the Pine Street lots means that residents draw no benefit from
them. The vacant lots are technically both greenspace and open space but a lack of
meaningful use attached to them further cements them as being a problem rather than an
opportunity. This disuse can further be ascribed to a lack of sense of belonging to a space,
which positions them to be holes in the Pine Street community.

5.5 Proposals
Using the concepts I put forth in my literature review, what I have learned about
city-owned vacant lots in Binghamton, and Pine Street residents’ relationships to them, I
have come up with some suggestions tailored for each of the lots. All 4 of these lots
should undergo a form of urban greening, which will improve the social and
environmental value of the land. In their paper on vacant land, Elsa Anderson and Emily
Minor discuss the benefits of using existing land—empty lots—as a resource to meet the
needs of a community (2017). As echoed by Pine Street residents, the necessity and want
for a park is there. However, this is problematic since the city currently does not have the
capacity to build or maintain them. The neighborhood’s proximity to the Susquehanna
River and the area’s propensity for flooding also suggests a need for better stormwater
management infrastructure.
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5.5.1 229 Court
This parcel of land, while on a commercial corridor, is designated as a wetland
and therefore should not be developed on. Its placement near a gas station and along a
busy street that is near a highway exit makes it a conducive space for a raingarden,
bioswale or other beautification green development. The Detroit Future City program
offers a number of templates for plans that range in cost, maintenance requirement and
stormwater management effectiveness. Four examples of these are shown in figure 16.
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Figure 16(a), Paisley Patch, has a low to moderate upfront cost and relatively low
maintenance needs. This model is good for corner lots but may require some soil testing.
Figure 16(b), Shade Maker, has a higher upfront cost but will require very little
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maintenance. This option is a good one for urban forestry and, in addition to providing
good stormwater management, Shade Maker can help reduce heat island effect and works
well next to a commercial lot. Figure 16(c), Summer Soil Booster, is a low-cost option
that improves soil quality by replenishing its nutrients using cover crops. This template is
beneficial for the lot’s future use, especially if it is agricultural. Finally, figure 16(d),
Urban Edge, is a template that includes various perennials, shrubs and trees used to
beautify the periphery of a neighborhood. It also has an added advantage of preventing
illegal dumping by the presence of a planted barrier between the sidewalk and the lot
(Detroit Future City).
These plans require upfront costs on the part of the City in addition to
necessitating maintenance, while low, different than the standard vacant lot groom.
However, each of these templates are versatile and allow for cheaper options to be taken.
The beautification that would result from the implementation of these projects would be
highly visible, since the exit from Route 363 is at that intersection. Further, the
stormwater management benefits can prevent some future costs of flood damage,
eliminate some costs of gray infrastructure, improve water quality and reduce the
prevalence of combined sewer overflows.

5.5.2 76 & 78 Pine Streets
Building a park for the residents of Pine Street would be the best possible
outcome for those lots. It would keep children out of the streets, allow for dog-owners to
take their dogs on walks, beautify the street and most importantly, have a meaningful
function. However, given the present constraints faced by the Parks Department, a park is
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a longshot. While there currently is community buy-in, not enough mobilization has
taken place in order to make this more likely. An interim step that is attainable for these
two lots is passive beautification. The importance of public art in facilitating sense of
pride in a neighborhood was discussed in my literature review. Binghamton’s Department
of Public Art (DPA) is responsible for a number of public art projects throughout the
Triple Cities (Binghamton, Endicott and Johnson City). As seen in the photograph for 76
and 78 Pine, the building on the other side of the parcel creates a backdrop for the lot that
can be the future site of a mural. This development in beautification will mean these lots
attract more attention, serving as an impetus to make it a recreational space as well.
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5.5.3 77 Pine Street
The size of this lot can make it conducive to some of the Detroit Future City
templates shown in figure 16. However, this lot is between two residential buildings,
making it best suited for Binghamton’s side lot adoption. The property owners can turn
the parcel into a parking lot, garden or extended side-yard.

74

Chapter 6: Conclusion
The suggestions I’ve proposed in chapter 5 are for the purpose of filling gaps the
City of Binghamton has in terms of a plan for its vacant lots. The side lot adoption
program and VINES community gardens are two parts of what can be codified into a plan
for city-owned vacant lots. These two strategies do not include all city-owned vacant
land, but they are certainly a start. Nevertheless, it is important that the criteria of the
remaining lots be consolidated so they can fit future plans, not unlike the models
provided by Detroit Future City. This is consequential since the absence of a plan enables
urban decay to prevail, an issue the current City Administration is fighting hard to
eradicate.
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One of the goals in Blueprint Binghamton is to expand the civic infrastructure of
the City. Identifying social connectivity as a crucial element of the comprehensive plan,
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the idea is to foster the momentum of planning better communities by engaging local
organizations and residents. The comprehensive plan offers the Youngstown
Neighborhood Development Corporation (YNDC) as a model since it has a number of
programs promoting community development, one of which includes vacant lot reuse
(Blueprint Binghamton). This YNDC program is called Lots of Green and has helped
facilitate the reactivation of 16 acres worth of vacant lots as community gardens, native
planting sites, green infrastructure for stormwater management, and side lot adoptions. It
is able to do this by partnering with various organizations that provide education on the
benefits of urban greening in addition to giving technical support (YNDC, p. 1-2).
Opportunities for vacant lot redemption, such as green infrastructure and public
art are short-term options that provide both immediate and long-term benefits, most
important of which, are beautification and sense of place. For the city, this alternative
provides landscape architects with flexibility and creativity in designing spaces. For Pine
Street residents, these outcomes are instrumental in addressing their grievances of feeling
as though the City neglects them.
This problem touches upon the ongoing tension that exists between residents
wanting more municipal amenities and City officials not being able to always provide
them. While the financial constraints and shortage of labor in the Parks and Recreation
Department are valid, it is unjust that city council district 4 bear the burden of living
alongside 50% of Binghamton’s city-owned lots. Where City Hall falls short of
improving quality of life for neighborhoods surrounded by vacant lot clusters, residents
should be feel empowered to use these spaces in ways they see fit, whether it be a play
space for children, a dog park or garden.
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In acknowledging the agency residents have in ameliorating their living
environment, there likewise must be accountability for residents to maintain these spaces.
It remains that these lots are owned by the City and therefore, there are associated
liabilities at stake. The failure of Murray Street’s Sunflower Park to be community-run,
requiring the consequent maintenance of Parks, points to the necessity of technical
support for residents wanting to operate recreational spaces for the community to benefit
from. The proposals I have put forth are specific to the Pine Street neighborhood but can
be used for the city as a whole, if supported by an entity specifically charged with
addressing vacant lots.
As such, I am also putting forth two ideas that can be used as tools for change.
The first is a Community Development Corporation (CDC), as proposed by Blueprint
Binghamton. CDCs are instrumental in providing services and opportunities for the
revitalization of underserved communities (Walker, 2002). Using the Youngstown model,
a Binghamton CDC can support residents and their efforts to reactivate city-owned lots
by connecting local partners that can provide support, such as VINES, Adopt-a-Park,
Binghamton University and the DPA, to name a few.
A Vacant Lot Commission is my second suggestion for an entity that can catalyze
change. Like other City of Binghamton Commissions, the Vacant Lot Commission would
have members appointed both by City Council and the Mayor. Housed under the City
Planning, Housing and Community Development Department, this commission would
meet monthly and allow residents to discuss potential strategies for vacant lot reactivation
and redevelopment. Taking place in City Hall, the Vacant Lot Commission would create
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a platform for change and more importantly, hold the City accountable to drafting a plan
for vacant lot reuse.
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